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ABSTRACT

The study aims to examine the relationship between the
spiritual well-being of university students in Hong Kong
and their academic performance measured by Cumulative
Grade-Point Average, using both quantitative and qualitative
methods. The quantitative part of the study consists of 1130
Year 2 and Year 3 students from three universities in Hong
Kong. The questionnaire is adapted from the Spiritual Health
and Life-Orientation Measure developed by John Fisher.
Results indicate a moderately positive relationship between
the spiritual well-being of the respondents and their academic
performance. The qualitative part of the study is comprised of
11 focus group discussions. The findings of this support the
quantitative findings and contribute to the exploration of how
students’ spiritual well-being and their pursuits of academic
success are correlated. The several spiritual attributes, namely,
concentration, persistence, self-confidence, self-discipline
and interpersonal relationships are found in the resulting
positive relationship through the qualitative findings.
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Introduction
Previous studies only investigated the academic success and achievements of
students in Hong Kong universities (Ho and Spinks 1985; Yip and Chung 2005).
These studies have not examined the relationship between the spirituality of Hong
Kong’s university students and their academic performance. Studies that analysed
this relationship are scarce because spiritual well-being is a relatively new concept
(Gomez and Fisher 2003). Recent studies (Flannery 2012; Walker and Dixon 2002)
have confirmed the close and positive relationship between spiritual well-being
and academic performance, but these studies are scarce. Students, especially
university students, can provide hope and future in our society. Therefore, their
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spiritual development should be nurtured to avoid a world with well-established
infrastructures and flourishing economy but devoid of love and care. The present
study aims to examine the relationship between the spiritual well-being of Hong
Kong university students and their academic achievements.

Research questions
The study aimed to provide answers to the following questions:
Question 1: What are the relationships between the spiritual well-being of
university students and their academic performance as measured by Cumulative
Grade-Point Average (CGPA)?
Question 2: If a relationship exists between the spiritual well-being of university
students and their academic performance, what are the key elements between
them?

Spiritual well-being
‘Spiritual well-being’ is made up of two terms, ‘spiritual’ and ‘well-being’. ‘Spiritual’ is
defined as a concept related to spirit, immateriality and metaphysics (Gomez and
Fisher 2003). ‘Well-being’ is usually used to describe the status of wellness, peace,
happiness and comfort (Ellison 1983). Combining these two notions, spiritual
well-being denotes the harmonious status of a person.
Spiritual well-being is also regarded as the act of expressing optimistic moods,
performances and thoughts in relationships with oneself, others, the transcendent
and the environment (Gomez and Fisher 2003). Happiness, respect, contentment,
forgiveness, mercy, humility, peace, beauty, honesty and harmony are key characteristics of a person with strong spiritual well-being. A person with healthy spiritual
well-being possesses a clear meaning and purpose of life and he or she always
engages in self-reflection and introspection for further personal improvement
(Emmons 1999). In 1975, the National Interfaith Coalition on Aging (NICA) defined
spiritual well-being as a person’s relationship with appreciation and gratitude with
oneself, community, the natural environment and God (Ellison 1983; Gomez and
Fisher 2003). Fisher proposed similar concepts of spiritual well-being based on the
definition of NICA (Fisher 2000; Gomez and Fisher 2003). According to Fisher, the
four dimensions of spiritual well-being of a person are (1) personal, (2) communal,
(3) natural and (4) transcendental. The personal dimension denotes the meaning,
purpose and direction of life. The communal dimension refers to interpersonal
relationships and communications. The natural dimension means the integration
of nature and human beings with obligation and thankfulness. The transcendental
dimension pertains to the relationship and communication between the human
beings and the transcendent (Gomez and Fisher 2003). Ellison (1983) extended
the definition of NICA and provided further explanation and detailed descriptions
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of spiritual well-being. Ellison (1983) thought the two scopes of spiritual well-being are (1) religious and (2) social and psychological. For the religious scope, it is
about the well-being for the relationship between human being and God. For the
social and psychological scope, it refers to the purpose and meaning of life and
satisfaction of life. Even though these two scopes are different, they are mutually
and interactively affected.
Some scholars attempted to assess the spiritual well-being of people. Among
scales used are Ellison’s Spiritual Well-Being Scale (1983), Howden’s Spirituality
Assessment Scale (SAS) (1992) and Fisher’s Spiritual Well-being Questionnaire
(SWBQ) (2003). SWBQ is also called the Spiritual Health and Life-Orientation
Measure (SHALOM), which is used in this study.

Relationship between the spiritual well-being of students and their
academic performance
The findings on the relationship between the spirituality of students and their
academic performance are inconsistent. Some findings show a close relationship
between the academic performance and spirituality of students (Astin, Astin, and
Lindholm 2010; Flannery 2012; Walker and Dixon 2002).
Reyes (2006) and Zern (1987) did not find a statistically significant relationship
between the spirituality and religiosity of students and their academic performance. However, Astin, Astin, and Lindholm (2010) found that a closely positive
relationship between the spirituality of students and their academic success.
These relationships are displayed on the basis of the framework of this study
(see Figure 1). Each of the items is used to analyse the spiritual well-being of students and explain the relationship between their spiritual well-being and academic
performance.

Spiritual attributes in the relationship between spiritual well-being of
students and their academic performance
Scholars believe that the main components of effective learning and academic
success include: (1) attention/concentration (Bernt and Bugbee Jr 1993; Sulaiman,
Mahbob, and Azlan 2011); (2) perseverance (Vallerand, Fortier, and Guay 1997;
Wolniak, Mayhew, and Engberg 2012); (3) self-confidence/self-efficacy (Lent,
Brown, and Larkin 1984; Pajares 1996); (4) self-discipline (Duckworth and Seligman
2005; Zimmerman 2002); and (5) interpersonal relationships (Graziano et al. 2007;
Martin and Dowson 2009). Students can cultivate these good qualities and develop
their potential talents through the development of spirituality. Figure 1 shows the
spiritual attributes in the relationships between the spiritual well-being of students
and their academic performance.

332

 H.-K. PONG

Figure 1. Relationships between the spiritual well-being of students and their academic
performance.

Attention/concentration
Concentration is a necessary element of effective learning and academic success
(Bernt and Bugbee Jr. 1993; Sulaiman, Mahbob, and Azlan 2011). Astin, Astin, and
Lindholm (2010) defined ‘equanimity’ as the emotional and psychological status
of being peaceful and feeling comfortable. Under the conditions of comfort and
peace, students could feel easily to concentrate. Fontana and Rosenheck (2004)
believed that meditation (including ideational and non-ideational) aims to train
concentration, tranquility and insight. Herndon (2003) and Wood and Hilton (2012)
found that students’ academic success and their spiritual attributes, such as, purpose, direction, focus, are closely related
Perseverance
Persistence and determination are positive qualities that enable students to succeed in their academic and professional lives (Wolniak et al. 2012; Vallerand et al.
1997). The study about young students’ persistence conducted by Oliver, Guerin,
and Gottfried (2007) found that students who have higher persistence, would have
lower distractibility and higher potential actions. Persistence and determination
can be nurtured and fostered through the developments of students’ spirituality
and their spiritual well-being (Bryant and Astin 2008; Walker and Dixon 2002).
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Self-confidence/self-efficacy
Self-confidence is a vigorous expression of spiritual features in a spiritual person
(Hayman et al. 2007). Positive thinking, active attitude, brave intention and energetic spirit are the characters of a self-confident person (Chase 2001). Spirituality
guides a person to develop self-worth, which establishes self-confidence (Astin,
Astin, and Lindholm 2010). The studies conducted by Hayman et al. (2007) have
shown a negative relationship between self-respect and pressure. In other words,
students who have lower self-confidence, would have a greater pressure from their
studies. The intellectual self-confidence and academic performances of students
are closely and positively linked (Lent, Brown, and Larkin 1984; Pajares 1996).
Self-discipline
Self-discipline is a characteristic of a healthy and good quality of life (Willard 1996).
Self-discipline is also a feature of people with good spiritual well-being (Hayman et
al. 2007). Herndon (2003) found that African-American College males with religious
beliefs or spiritual quest would be able to stay in school, such as being punctual
for their lessons and responsible and diligent in their studies. He interpreted the
phraseology from the African-American students – ‘spiritualty as my spirit’ as an
internal locus of control and guiding force, authorising one to persist and focused
in challenging conditions.
Interpersonal relationships
Close relationships exist between interpersonal relationships and spiritual quality
(Miller 2000; Yum 1988). The interpersonal skills of students can be developed
through meaningful activities (Astin, Astin, and Lindholm 2010), such as volunteer activities and charitable events. People can develop noble spiritual qualities,
such as compassion, sympathy, forgiveness, respect, gentleness, honesty, sharing
and passion, through such meaningful activities. People will know how to care
for others and love them [‘Love your neighbor as yourself’ (Matthew 19:19)], and
experience its meaning [‘it is more blessed to give than to receive’ (Acts 20:35)].
Students with strong spiritual well-being or spirituality would probably treat others
as themselves. This act makes learning environments warm and harmonious. These
positive and active learning atmospheres can bring academic success (Ramsden
1979).

Methods
Study design and participants
The target population for this study was students in Hong Kong universities. Three
government subsidised universities were selected because these universities were
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typical representatives. All three universities offer the same level of bachelor’s
degree programmes in different disciplines. According to the admission grades
(public exam results) of their students and the university ranking done by Public
Opinion Programme (POP) of the University of Hong Kong, these three selected
universities belong to the upper quartile, median and lower quartile in the statistics. X (Median), Y (Upper Quartile) and Z (Lower Quartile) are used as the names
of the three selected universities. The findings of the study could generalise the
outcomes and analysis.
Stratified sampling was used in this study. Year 2 and Year 3 students of the three
selected universities were invited. Year 1 and Year 4 undergraduates were excluded
from this study because the surveys were conducted during the first semester
(from September 2014 to December 2014) of a new academic year. Year 1 students
had not yet to receive their academic results because they were freshmen. Some
Year 4 students received placements or internships and they were busy with their
interviews for their future career during the periods of our interviews and surveys.
An ethics’ approval was obtained from the Research and Development Office of
the Education University of Hong Kong before the study was conducted.

Measures
Questionnaire
The questionnaire was divided into two parts: (1) personal and demographic information, such as academic performance; and (2) SHALOM developed by Gomez
and Fisher (2003). The questionnaire was bilingual, namely, in English and Chinese.
SHALOM (2003) was used to assess the spiritual well-being of students. A five-point
Likert-type scale was used for the 20 questionnaire items in four specific domains:
(1) personal, (2) communal, (3) environmental; and (4) transcendental. The score
for five questions in each domain ranges from ‘very high’ (5) to ‘very low’ (1).
To test the reliability and validity of the research instrument – SHALOM,
Cronbach’s coefficient alpha and principal component analysis (PCA) were conducted. The four domains, namely, personal (α = .80), communal (α = .81), environmental (α = .83) and transcendental (α = .92) are over 0.7 alpha values, which
exceed the critical watershed value of 0.7 (Bar-On 2002). This score is highly reliable
based on the reliability statistics of the 20 items (variables) because Cronbach’s
alpha is .93.
PCA using SPSS Version 22 is adopted to analyse the data. The Kaiser–Meyer–
Okin value was .94, which exceeded the recommended minimum value of .6 (Kaiser
1970, 1974). Bartlett’s test of sphericity (Bartlett 1954) reached statistical significance (χ2 (190, N = 1130) = 12639.39, p < 0.001), which supported the factorability
of the correlation matrix. The three components have eigenvalues that exceed
1.0, which, respectively explain 42.41, 11.39 and 6.24% of the variance as shown
in Table 1. For SHALOM, there are four components: (1) personal, (2) communal,
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Table 1. Total variance explained.
Initial eigenvalues
Component
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20

Total
8.48
2.28
1.25
0.88
0.85
0.73
0.68
0.58
0.54
0.46
0.47
0.43
0.40
0.37
0.32
0.31
0.28
0.25
0.24
0.20

% of
CumulaVariance tive (%)
42.41
42.41
11.39
53.80
6.23
60.03
4.39
64.42
4.26
68.67
3.63
72.30
3.38
75.68
2.91
78.59
2.70
81.29
2.43
83.71
2.36
86.07
2.14
88.20
2.01
90.21
1.85
92.06
1.60
93.65
1.55
95.21
1.38
96.58
1.25
97.83
1.18
99.01
0.99
100

Extraction sums of squared
loadings
Total
8.48
2.28
1.25

% of
Variance
42.41
11.39
6.24

Cumulative (%)
42.41
53.80
60.03

Rotation sums of squared
loadings
Total
4.68
4.36
2.97

% of
Variance
23.38
21.82
14.83

Cumulative (%)
23.38
45.20
60.03

Note: Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

(3) environmental and (4) transcendental domains. Interestingly, there are three
components rather than four components defined and developed by Fisher (1998)
through exploratory factor analysis using SPSS. As shown in Table 1 and Table 2,
the three components are: (1) combined personal and communal factors, (2) environmental and (3) transcendental domains. These outcomes are consistent with
the findings of a similar research by Yuen (2015). Close relationships were found
between personal and communal areas in Chinese traditional culture. Individuality
and community are easily intertwined (Hofstede 1980).
Focus group discussions
Sixty-six students from the three selected universities were invited for 11 focus
group discussions. The students came from various backgrounds and they differed
in terms of gender, year levels (Year 2 and 3) and academic performance. Each
group consisted of six students to ensure maximum variation and rich data. The
students were recruited between January and April 2015. These students never
do the questionnaire before. To triangulate the outcomes from the two different
forms of data collections, SHALOM and the quantitative findings were used as
basis of the protocol for design and development of the focus group discussion
questions. The focus group discussions were semi-structured interviews with 12
guided questions in fours domains, namely, personal, communal, environmental
and transcendental. For example, in the personal domain, students were asked:
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Table 2. Rotated component matrix.
Component
Q1: A love of other people
Q2: Personal relationship with the Divine/God
Q3: Forgiveness toward others
Q4: Connection with nature
Q5: A sense of identity
Q6: Worship of the Creator
Q7: Awe at a breathtaking view
Q8: Trust between individuals
Q9: Self-awareness
Q10: Oneness with nature
Q11: Oneness with God
Q12: Harmony with the environment
Q13: Peace with God
Q14: Joy in life
Q15: Prayer in life
Q16: Inner peace
Q17: Respect for others
Q18: Meaning in life
Q19: Kindness toward other people
Q20: A sense of ‘magic’ in the environment

1
.40
.17
.60
.26
.61
.24
.23
.68
.69
.21
.16
.24
.14
.53
.16
.51
.79
.74
.80
.31

2
.38
.83
.24
.11
.11
.77
.43
.17
.15
.22
.84
.33
.85
.40
.84
.32
.10
.18
.06
.17

3
.11
.14
.27
.75
.21
.22
.55
.23
.22
.80
.25
.66
.25
.22
.16
.27
.14
.15
.16
.63

Note: Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

Do you think any association or relationship between your personal growth and pursuit
of ideals and your academic performances? Would you please share your experience
about your academic life (such as failure in examinations or getting a good offer) and
your development of spiritual well-being?

The discussion took 90 minutes for each group with six students.

Findings
The findings are divided into quantitative and qualitative sections. The quantitative analysis section discusses the relationships between students’ CGPA and
their spiritual well-being and the significant differences among students’ spiritual
well-being due to their different CGPAs. These relationships and the significant
differences among students were further supported in the section of qualitative
analysis. The spiritual attributes in the relationship between the spiritual well-being
and their academic performance were identified.
Quantitative analysis
After data cleaning, the research sample for this study comprised 1130 (from total
1800 questionnaires sent to the targeted respondents) Year 2 and Year 3 students
from different departments of the three universities selected out of eight government-subsidised universities. The response rates (about 63%) are satisfactory
and acceptable. There are 335 (29.6%) participants from University X, 406 (35.9%)
participants from University Y and 389 (34.4%) participants from University Z.
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Table 3. Honour classification of the three selected universities.
University Y
First-class honours
Upper second-class honours
Lower second-class honours
Third-class honours
Pass

University X
3.5 or above
3.0–3.49
2.5–2.99
2.0–2.49
1.7–1.99

Major CGPA
3.5 or above
3.1–3.49
2.5–3.09
1.5–2.49
No data provided

Overall CGPA
3.3 or above
2.8–3.29
2.5–2.79
1.5–2.49
No data provided

University Z
3.5 or above
3.0–3.49
2.5–2.99
2.0–2.49
1.67–1.99

To obtain a deep analysis and better discussion using the assessments (Tables 3
and 4) of students in the three selected universities as basis, the academic performance of students was regrouped into the following categories:
‘CGPA 3.5 or above’ (elite)
‘CGPA 3.0–3.49’ (above average)
‘CGPA 2.5–2.99’ (average)
‘CGPA 2.0–2.49’ (below average)
‘CGPA 1.99 or below’ (poor academic performance)
Pearson correlation, one-way ANOVA and hierarchical regression analysis were
employed. The quantitative data show a statistically significant positive relationship between students’ spiritual well-being in all specific domains (including personal, communal, environmental and transcendental domains) and their CGPA.
The results are shown in Table 5. Moderate effects were found in the personal,
communal, and environmental domains (Pearson’s r > 0.3). The effects of the transcendental domain are lower, but close to the moderate effect. Thus, significant
positive relationships are found between the four domains and CGPA. This finding
means that ‘the higher the CGPA of students, the higher their spiritual well-being
in the specific domains’.
Based on the analysis of one-way ANOVA, significant differences are found
among students’ spiritual well-being in all specific domains because of their different CGPA. According to least significant difference (LSD), significant results shown
in Table 5 were obtained for the mean differences in spiritual well-being in the
specific domains among students with different CGPA. Table 5 show the significant
differences in spiritual well-being (specific domains, namely, personal, communal,
environmental and transcendental) between:
(1) Elite class students and above average students and categories of lower
CGPA, such as average students;
(2) Average Students and those in categories of lower CGPA; and
(3) Below average students and students with ‘CGPA 1.99 or below’ (Poor
Academic Performance).
Other demographic variables (including gender, university, years of study, family
annual income, part-time job experience and income) of students were also taken
into account. Based on the analysis of one-way ANOVA, significant differences are
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Table 4. Course grades, their standards and converted points used in reporting in the three
selected universities.

Grade and standard
A
Excellent
B

Good

C

Fair

D

Pass

F

Failure

Sub-divisions (if
needed)
A
A–
B+
B
B−
C+
C
C−
D+
D
F

Converted
points University X
4.0
3.7
3.3
3.0
2.7
2.3
2.0
1.7
Not applicable
1.0
0

Converted
points University Y
4.0
3.67
3.33
3.00
2.67
2.33
2.00
1.67
1.33
1.0
0.0

Converted
points University Z
4.0
3.7
3.3
3.0
2.7
2.3
2.0
1.7
1.3
1.0
0.0

found among students’ spiritual well-being in all specific domains because of their
different family annual income levels as shown in Table 6.
Also, significant differences are found among students’ spiritual well-being in all
specific domains, except for the environmental domain, because of their different
universities as shown in Table 7. Additionally, as shown in Tables 8 and 9, significant
differences were found among students’ spiritual well-being in all specific domains,
except for the transcendental domain, because of their different part-time job
experience and part-time job income.
Moreover, as shown in Tables 10 and 11, respectively, significant differences
are found among students’ spiritual well-being only in the environmental domain
because of their different gender and years of study.
Next, I performed hierarchical regression analysis with the above demographic
variables that shows significant influence, together with students’ CGPA, as predictor variables for each of spiritual well-being in the specific domains as dependent
variables, in turn.
For the personal domain, in step 1, students’ CGPA was forced into the equation, F(1, 1128) = 263.492, p < 0.001 as shown in Table 12. 18.9% of the variance in
spiritual well-being was accounted for by the predictor (students’ CPGA) used in
step 1. In step 2, other demographics (Family Annual Income, University, Part-time
job experiences and income) were forced into the equation, F(5, 1124) = 57.487,
p < 0.001. After step 2, 20.4% of the variance in spiritual well-being was accounted
for and an additional 1.5% of the variation, which is very small, in the spiritual
well-being was explained.
For the communal domain, in step 1, students’ CGPA was forced into the equation, F(1, 1128) = 276.899, p < 0.001 as shown in Table 13. 19.7% of the variance in
spiritual well-being was accounted for by the predictor (students’ CPGA) used in
step 1. In step 2, other demographics (Family Annual Income, University, Part-time
job experiences and income) were forced into the equation, F(5, 1124) = 56.871,
p < 0.001. After step 2, 20.2% of the variance in spiritual well-being was accounted
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Table 5. A summary of significant differences among students’ spiritual well-being in all specific
domains due to their different CGPA.

CGPA
1. Elite Class (CGPA 3.5 or above)
2. Above Average (CGPA 3.0–3.49)
3. Average (CGPA 2.5–2.99)
4. Below Average (CGPA 2.0–2.49)
5. Poor Academic Performance
(CGPA 1.99 or below)
Communal 1. Elite Class (CGPA 3.5 or above)
2. Above Average (CGPA 3.0–3.49)
3. Average (CGPA 2.5–2.99)
4. Below Average (CGPA 2.0–2.49)
5. Poor Academic Performance
(CGPA 1.99 or below)
Environmen- 1. Elite Class (CGPA 3.5 or above)
tal
2. Above Average (CGPA 3.0–3.49)
3. Average (CGPA 2.5–2.99)
4. Below Average (CGPA 2.0–2.49)
5. Poor Academic Performance
(CGPA 1.99 or below)
Transcen1. Elite Class (CGPA 3.5 or above)
dental
2. Above Average (CGPA 3.0–3.49)
3. Average (CGPA 2.5–2.99)
4. Below Average (CGPA 2.0–2.49)
5. Poor Academic Performance
(CGPA 1.99 or below)
Personal

Pearson
Correlation
S.D.
(R)
0.69
0.44 **
0.58
0.51
0.60
0.66

Post hoc
analysis:
Least
Significant
Difference
Fsig
(LSD)
74.14 *** 1 > 3 > 4 > 5
2>3>4>5

N
123
459
343
161
44

Mean
3.76
3.75
3.33
3.06
2.85

123
459
343
161
44

3.85
3.82
3.44
3.17
3.02

0.57
0.49
0.47
0.55
0.84

0.44 **

76.58 *** 1 > 3 > 4 > 5
2>3>4>5

123
459
343
161
44

3.33
3.28
2.91
2.64
2.43

0.69
0.53
0.58
0.63
0.81

0.39 **

58.34 *** 1 > 3 > 4 > 5
2>3>4>5

123
459
343
161
44

2.82
2.98
2.63
2.37
2.07

0.98
0.77
0.73
0.71
0.58

0.28 **

31.08*** 2 >1 > 3 > 4 > 5

Note: **p < .01; ***p < .001

for and an additional 0.5% of the variation, which is very small, in the spiritual
well-being was explained.
For the environmental domain, in step 1, students’ CGPA was forced into the
equation, F(1, 1128) = 211.787, p < 0.001 as shown in Table 14. 15.8% of the variance
in spiritual well-being was accounted for by the predictor (students’ CPGA) used in
step 1. In step 2, other demographics (Family Annual Income, University, Part-Time
Job Experiences and Income) were forced into the equation, F(6, 1123) = 36.411,
p < 0.001. After step 2, 16.3% of the variance in spiritual well-being was accounted
for and an additional 0.5% of the variation, which is very small, in the spiritual
well-being was explained.
For the transcendental domain, in step 1, students’ CGPA was forced into the
equation, F (1, 1128) = 94.292, p < 0.001 as shown in Table 15. 7.7% of the variance
in spiritual well-being was accounted for by the predictor (students’ CPGA) used in
step 1. In step 2, other demographics (Family Annual Income, University, Part-time
job experiences and income) were forced into the equation, F(5, 1124) = 32.271,
p < 0.001. After step 2, 12.6% of the variance in spiritual well-being was accounted
for and an additional 4.9% of the variation in the spiritual well-being was explained.
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Table 6. A summary of significant differences in the spiritual well-being among students with
different family annual income levels.
Personal

Communal

Environmental

Transcendental

Family annual income
1. Less than $120,000
2. From $120,000 to $240,000
3. From $240,000 to $480,000
4. Above $480,000
1. Less than $120,000
2. From $120,000 to $240,000
3. From $240,000 to $480,000
4. Above $480,000
1. Less than $120,000
2. From $120,000 to $240,000
3. From $240,000 to $480,000
4. Above $480,000
1. Less than $120,000
2. From $120,000 to $240,000
3. From $240,000 to $480,000
4. Above $480,000

N
129
378
536
87
129
378
536
87
129
378
536
87
129
378
536
87

Mean
3.50
3.39
3.52
3.71
3.64
3.52
3.58
3.83
3.08
3.01
3.05
3.11
2.64
2.65
2.79
2.90

S.D.
0.89
0.61
0.56
0.73
0.64
0.56
0.55
0.72
0.68
0.63
0.62
0.84
0.95
0.79
0.73
1.08

Fsig
4.989***

5.344***

2.072*

3.087**

Note: H.K. $7.78 = U.S. $ 1.
*
p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Table 7. A summary of significant differences in the spiritual well-being among students from
different universities.
Personal
Communal
Environmental
Transcendental

University
University X
University Y
University Z
University X
University Y
University Z
University X
University Y
University Z
University X
University Y
University Z

N
335
406
389
335
406
389
335
406
389
335
406
389

Mean
3.58
3.38
3.52
3.76
3.46
3.56
3.07
2.98
3.08
2.56
2.78
2.84

S.D.
0.72
0.55
0.64
0.56
0.54
0.61
0.72
0.54
0.69
0.92
0.65
0.84

Fsig
10.12***
26.96***
2.95
11.77***

Note: ***p < .001

Qualitative analysis
Eleven transcripts were provided for 11 groups (66 students). The audio recordings
of 11 group discussions were transcribed into script by me for further analysis. A
research assistant was invited for cross-checking the transcripts against the audio
recordings. Each of the transcripts was carefully reviewed by repeatedly listening to
the recordings to ensure accuracy and truthfulness. Proofreading was conducted.
The body language of the participants was observed. The classification, processing
and analysis of the scripts for the focus group discussion were conducted based
on the four domains. Table 16 shows a summary of the participants in the focus
group discussions. The framework analysis for the qualitative data were clearly
employed to analyse the findings in the following specific domains.
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Table 8. A summary of significant differences in the spiritual well-being among students with
different part-time job experience.
Part-time job experience
1. Nil
2. 1–3 months
3. 4–6 months
4. 7–12 months
5. 13–18 months
6. 18 months or above
1. Nil
2. 1–3 months
3. 4–6 months
4. 7–12 months
5. 13–18 months
6. 18 months or above
1. Nil
2. 1–3 months
3. 4–6 months
4. 7–12 months
5. 13–18 months
6. 18 months or above
1. Nil
2. 1–3 months
3. 4–6 months
4. 7–12 months
5. 13–18 months
6. 18 months or above

Personal

Communal

Environmental

Transcendental

Mean
3.36
3.44
3.54
3.48
3.65
3.63
3.45
3.56
3.65
3.60
3.77
3.59
2.87
3.10
3.12
2.96
3.14
3.09
2.68
2.72
2.84
2.72
2.77
2.59

N
178
292
310
203
53
94
178
292
310
203
53
94
178
292
310
203
53
94
178
292
310
203
53
94

S.D.
0.57
0.60
0.58
0.62
0.64
0.98
0.60
0.55
0.53
0.58
0.65
0.70
0.66
0.64
0.59
0.61
0.73
0.79
0.72
0.76
0.78
0.75
1.04
1.11

Fsig
3.91**

3.87**

4.94***

1.80

Note: **p < .01; ***p < .001

Table 9. A summary of significant differences in the spiritual well-being among students with
different part-time job income (per month).
Personal

Communal

Environmental

Transcendental

Part-time job income (per month)
1. Nil
2. $1,000–$ 3,000
3. $3,001–$5,000
4. $5,001–$7,000
5. $7,001–$9,000
6. $9,001 or above
1. Nil
2. $1000–$3000
3. $3001–$5000
4. $5001–$7000
5. $7001–$9000
6. $9001 or above
1. Nil
2. $1000–$3000
3. $3001–$5000
4. $5001–$7000
5. $7001–$9000
6. $9001 or above
1. Nil
2. $1000–$3000
3. $3001–$5000
4. $5001–$7000
5. $7001–$9000
6. $9001 or above

Note: H.K. $7.78 = U.S. $ 1.
*
p < .05; **p < .01

N
391
547
107
40
26
19
391
547
107
40
26
19
391
547
107
40
26
19
391
547
107
40
26
19

Mean
3.39
3.52
3.62
3.63
3.54
3.48
3.49
3.63
3.62
3.68
3.78
3.57
2.95
3.09
3.12
3.09
3.17
3.01
2.69
2.78
2.64
2.71
2.91
2.72

S.D.
0.58
0.60
0.92
0.68
0.68
0.79
0.57
0.55
0.65
0.62
0.66
0.87
0.64
0.61
0.70
0.85
0.73
0.89
0.74
0.78
0.99
0.86
0.99
1.41

Fsig
3.199**

3.670**

2.671*

1.177
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Table 10. A summary of significant differences in the spiritual well-being among students with
different gender.
Personal
Communal
Environmental
Transcendental

Gender
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female

Mean
3.46
3.51
3.56
3.60
3.06
3.04
2.69
2.77

N
498
632
498
632
498
632
498
632

S.D.
0.63
0.65
0.60
0.57
0.67
0.63
0.83
0.79

Fsig
2.71
1.30
6.33*
1.05

Note: *p < .05

Table 11. A summary of significant differences in the spiritual well-being among students with
different years of study.
Personal
Communal
Environmental
Transcendental

Years of study
Year 2
Year 3
Year 2
Year 3
Year 2
Year 3
Year 2
Year 3

N
574
556
574
556
574
556
574
556

Mean
3.46
3.52
3.60
3.56
2.99
3.09
2.71
2.76

S.D.
0.61
0.67
0.58
0.58
0.67
0.62
0.82
0.80

Fsig
2.71
1.30
6.33*
1.05

Note: *p < .05

Table 12. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting participants’
spiritual well-being in the personal domain.
Variable
Step 1
Step 2

β

t

CGPA

0.435

16.232***

CGPA
Family annual
income
University
Part-time experiences
Part-time
income

0.44
0.055

16.036***
2.053*

0.067
0.091

2.439*
2.945**

−0.011

F
263.492

R
0.435

R2
0.189

ΔR2
0.189

Adjusted R2
0.189

57.487

0.451

0.204

0.015

0.200

−0.344

Note: *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Table 13. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting participants’
spiritual well-being in the communal domain.
Variable
Step 1
Step 2

β

t

CGPA

0.444

16.640***

CGPA
Family annual
income
University
Part-time experiences
Part-time income

0.431
0.017

15.692***
0.620

Note: p < .001
***

0.034
0.055

1.224
1.781

0.001

0.039

F
276.899

R
0.444

R2
0.197

ΔR2
0.197

Adjusted R2
0.196

56.871

0.449

0.202

0.005

0.198
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Table 14. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting participants’
spiritual well-being in the Environmental domain.
Variable
Step 1
Step 2

CGPA
CGPA
Gender
Family annual
income
Years of study
Part-time experiences
Part-time
income

β

t

0.398

14.553***

0.396
0.007
−0.018

14.316***
0.249
−0.672

0.063
0.012

2.295*
0.363

0.010

0.303

F
211.787

R
0.398

R2
0.158

ΔR2
0.158

Adjusted R2
0.157

36.411

0.404

0.163

0.005

0.158

Note: *p < .05; ***p < .001

Table 15. Summary of hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting participants’
spiritual well-being in the transcendental domain.
Variable
Step 1
Step 2

β

t

CGPA

0.278

9.710***

CGPA
Family annual
income
University
Part-time experiences
Part-time income

0.315
0.090

10.945***
3.215**

0.211
−0.034

7.315**
−1.061

0.021

0.646

F
94.292

R
0.278

R2
0.077

ΔR2
0.077

Adjusted R2
0.076

32.271

0.354

0.126

0.049

0.122

Note: **p < .01; ***p < .001

Personal domain
The majority of elite (four out of five) and above average students (13 out of 17)
possess strong feelings of inner peace, self-awareness and senses of personal identity. They actively answered the questions, they sat straight, they talked firmly
and they would sometimes ask other students to share during the focus group
discussion. They gave positive responses, such as ‘University life is what I treasure
most and it’s the happiest time of my life’; ‘We are clear about the identity and
responsibility of being a university student’ and ‘I can’t just focus on my studies, I
should have a balanced life’.
By contrast, the majority of below average students (18 out 22) may have the
lowest spiritual well-being in the personal domain compared with those in other
groups. Five of them did not answer the related questions. The other 13 students
answered ‘get lost of my real identity while just doing part-time jobs and ignoring
my studies’, ‘get discouraged due to bad results in university’, ‘look down on myself’,
and ‘have not found my direction of life yet’. During the focus group discussion,
most of them did not take the initiative to answer the questions when they were
invited to answer. Some of them sat in lazy posture and some kept yawning and
shaking legs with a pessimistic attitude. This finding shows that they do not really
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Table 16. Summary of participants in the focus group discussions.
University
University X
University Y
University Z
Total
CGPA
CGPA 3.5 or above (Elite)
CGPA 3.0–3.49 (Above Average)
CGPA 2.5–2.99 (Average)
CGPA 2.0–2.49 (Below Average)
Total

Number of students
24
24
18
66

Percentage (%)
36.36
36.36
27.28
100

5
17
22
22
66

7.58
25.76
33.33
33.33
100

understand the meaning of life and they possess less joy in life, less inner peace
and low self-awareness.
The majority of average students (16 out of 22) shows low spiritual well-being
in the personal domain. Five students did not answer the question. The other 11
students answered that they have ‘great pressure in studies’, ‘life is changing and
they feel lost’, ‘always feeling worried about my studies’, and ‘have not found my
direction of life yet’. This finding shows that they do not have clear concepts of
meaning of life and they do not have joy or inner peace.
Communal domain
Most of the elite (four out of five) and above average students (13 out of 17) show
love, forgiveness and kindness to others. They maintain a harmonious relationship
with others. Most of the students were politely nodding and smiling in the focus
group discussion, which shows that they are caring, they have mutual trust and
respect, and they are willing to accept different opinions. Their responses were: ‘to
respect others is the foundation of learning’, ‘to forgive others is to open yourself
to better chances’, and ‘trust is the foundation to success’.
By contrast, the majority of below average students (18 out of 22) may have
the lowest spiritual well-being in the communal domain compared with the other
groups. Five of them did not answer the related question. The other 13 students
answered ‘I do not trust my classmates’, ‘I struggle as I compare with others’, ‘I stay
away from those classmates whose results are poorer than mine’, and ‘I won’t forgive
those who have laughed about my poor results’. Most of the respondents showed
that they lack patience and respect for others as they joined the focus group discussion. This finding shows that they do not have clear concepts of respect and
kindness, and their love and forgiveness for others are also extremely low.
The majority of average students (16 out of 22) show low spiritual well-being in
the communal domain. Five of them did not respond to the related question. The
other 11 students answered ‘I would argue with my family over academic results’, ‘I
would hate those who rejected to help me with my studies’, and ‘treat classmates
who have good results as my imaginary enemies’. The finding indicates that they
did not have clear concepts of respect and kindness, and their love and forgiveness
for others are also very low.
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Environmental domain
Most of the elite (four out of five) and the above average students (13 out of 17)
always experience connection with the nature, live in harmony with nature and
appreciate the beauty of the environment. They agreed that they could release
pressure from study in nature and could gain positive energy from the practice.
They said that ‘nature helps me to relax before exams’, ‘the suburbs make me feel
peaceful, and the peacefulness helps me concentrate in my studies’, ‘to lie on the
green grass under the blue sky is such a nice experience’, and ‘I agree that the
nature helps me to forget about the troubles in studying’.
By contrast, the majority of below average students (18 out of 22) have the
lowest spiritual well-being in the environmental domain. Nine of them did not
answer the related question. The other nine respondents said that ‘I’m afraid of the
heat and the sun’, ‘I would rather sleep at home’, ‘these activities are boring’, and ‘I
hate the suburbs’, ‘It’s so dirty’. This finding shows that they do not enjoy the natural environment and they are seldom to experience the connection with nature.
The majority of average students (16 out of 22) show that their spiritual well-being in the environmental domain is quite low. Seven of them did not respond
to the related questions. The other nine students said that ‘to connect with the
nature is meaningless, I would rather spend my time on studying’, ‘I’m too busy
with my homework and exams’, ‘I don’t have time to appreciate the nature’, ‘I have
no interest to know and connect to the nature’, and ‘being too concentrated on my
studies make me neglect other things that happening to me’. This finding shows
that they have low interest and awareness about the beauty of nature.
Transcendental domain
Most of the elite (four out of five) students and above average students (nine
out of 17 students) may have good personal relationship with the Divine/God/
Transcendence and honest worship of the Creator. They also experience oneness
with God, prayer in life and keep peace with God. They responded that ‘The Lord
is my strength’, ‘I don’t worry about my studies because of Jesus’, and ‘faith has
make me become more initiative’.
By contrast, the majority of below average students (15 out of 22) could have
the lowest spiritual well-being in the transcendental domain. Seven of them did
not answer the related questions. The other eight students said that ‘Gods don’t
exist’, ‘Human beings make their own Gods’, ‘there are no Gods’, and ‘I haven’t seen
God, so He doesn’t exist’. Based on the observation of focus group discussions,
they showed that they had misunderstandings about religious beliefs and they
tended to deprecate and look down on religious beliefs.
The majority of average students (16 out of 22) shows that their spiritual well-being in the transcendental domain is quite low. Eight of them did not respond to
the related questions because they had no ideas. The other eight students said
that ‘I don’t believe in religions at all’, ‘religions are not reasonable’, and ‘there are
many questions that cannot be answered in religion’. This finding shows that they
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could not have personal relationship with God and seldom pray in life and they
have misinterpretations of religious beliefs.

Discussion
The quantitative results of this study also suggest that students’ academic performance measured by CGPA is the most significant predictor of students’ spiritual
well-being in all specific domains, even after other demographics, including gender, university, years of study, annual family income, part-time job experiences
and income, were taken into account.The findings on the positive relationship
among students’ CGPA and their spiritual well-being and the significant differences
among students’ spiritual well-being due to their different CGPAs shown from
the quantitative research (Questionnaires) are supported by the evidence of this
qualitative study. These pieces of evidence are based on the above observation
and analysis of the focus group discussions on students’ spiritual well-being in
specific domains. The qualitative study further indicated and supplemented how
students’ spiritual well-being in the specific domains and their pursuits of academic
success are correlated.
The analysis of the quantitative research shows significant differences in students’ spiritual well-being only in the transcendental domain among the two
groups (elite class students and above average student). However, we cannot see
such significant difference in all domains among these two groups in the focus
group discussion observation.
Personal domain
Elite and above average students are winners of the exam system. Thus, most
of them are confident, positive and have hope and goals in life. These students
showed their highest spiritual well-being in the personal domain. Some characteristics are found within their spirituality in the personal domain, for example,
optimistic, good discipline and being focused.
However, below average students have the worst academic results and they
are labelled as losers in the university exam system. They could lose confidence
in themselves, lose their direction in life and have negative thoughts. These students have the lowest spiritual well-being. They are reminded of their failure in
the university.
Average students have middle-ranged results. They do not easily find satisfaction and happiness in learning. They have low spiritual qualities and experience
pressure, for example, they are always too nervous and they sometimes suffer from
insomnia. Therefore, they have relatively less time thinking on the meaning of life
and reflecting upon themselves or interests in other activities.
This study shows positive relationship and significant difference among students’ spiritual well-being in the personal domain on account of their different

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF CHILDREN’S SPIRITUALITY 

347

CGPA. This finding is consistent with the studies conducted by Flannery (2012) and
Walker and Dixon (2002); however, Reyes (2006) did not find statistically significant differences in the relationship between students’ spirituality in the personal
domain and their CGPA.
Communal domain
Elite and above average students are always appreciated, cared for and respected
by their parents, teachers and classmates. They showed the highest spiritual
well-being in the communal domain. Some characteristics are found within their
spirituality in the communal domain. For example, they are willing to cooperate
with others in learning, exchange opinions when learning, expand their thoughts
and not be afraid to sacrifice and walk one more mile, while doing group projects.
Their attitudes and behaviours show their trust, respect, acceptance and love to
others.
Below average students can easily feel inferior and might not interact with others because of their poor academic performance. They show their lowest spiritual
well-being. They disclose their hard experiences, such as always being scolded by
parents and teachers or being mocked by classmates. These students have worse
interpersonal relationships. Some characteristics are found within their spirituality
in the communal domain. For example, their hate would prevent them from asking
for help humbly. They want to be left alone and they do not find help when facing learning difficulties. Also, they could be cynical and they look for excuses for
learning problems. Their attitudes and behaviours show their lacks of forgiveness,
trust and love to others.
Average students have middle-ranged results, but their family, teachers and
classmates always compare them with others. These comparisons can give them
hard feelings. They can easily get jealous of others and be more calculating. They
performed their lower spiritual well-being in their characteristics, such as being
selfish, non-forgiving, neglecting.
The findings of the research conducted by Flannery (2012) and Bohr (2007)
found a statistically significant positive relationship between students’ communal
spirituality and their academic performance measured by CGPA. It is consistent
with the findings of this study.
Environmental domain
Elite and above average students pursue knowledge in their studies. They also pursue the mysteries of nature. The nature of these two aspects is the same, namely,
curiosity. These students show the highest spiritual well-being in the environmental domain. Some of characteristics, for example, peace, tranquility and order, are
found within their spirituality in the environmental domain. Thus, they are more
peaceful, more disciplined and energetic.
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However, below average students do not care for nature. They obtained their
lowest spiritual well-being in the environmental domain. Some characteristics are
found within their spirituality in the environmental domain. For example, they
could easily be nervous in learning. They are short-sighted and aim for immediate
success without going through the normal process of hard work. They also cannot
face challenges in positive learning and they avoid difficulties. Their attitudes and
behaviours show their lacks of calmness, harmony and order.
Average students understand the notion of only ‘the strongest survives’. This
belief contradicts the peacefulness and harmony of nature and they are totally
different concepts. The notion of only ‘the strongest survives’ suggest that one
has to compete and win in order to live. However, nature teaches people to be
peaceful and live together in harmony. Therefore, they tend to conquer the world
instead of living in harmony with other. They seldom appreciate the things that
happen around them and they lack involvement and imagination.
Transcendental domain
Elite and above average students pursue knowledge in their studies and also pursue the truth of the Divine/Creator/God. The nature of these two aspects is the
same, namely, to pursue the truth. They showed their highest spiritual well-being in
the transcendental domain. Some characteristics are found within their spirituality
in the transcendental domain. For example, they are gentle and humble because
they understand that human beings are small compared with the universe. They
are confident and optimistic because they can feel the presence of God and they
have a calm spirit because they know the Creator hears their prayer and worship.
However, below average students may have misunderstanding and develop
bias toward religion because they lack the ability to analyse and understand
religion. They can easily go to the extremes, such as being very superstitious or
looking down on religions. They showed their lowest spiritual well-being in the
transcendental domain. Some characteristics are found within their spirituality in
the transcendental domain. For example, they can use fate as an excuse. Also, they
always have doubts about things but they do not have passion to pursue the truth.
The critical thinking of average students is also at the average level. Therefore,
they have an average understanding of religion. Some of their characteristics are
found in the transcendental domain. For example, they use science to explain religion but they fail to understand that science and religion are two different modes
of thinking. Also, they are extremely objective on whether they have seen God
but they do not realise that no science student has even really seen the Big Bang.
Reyes (2006) and Zern (1987) did not find a statistically significant relationship between students’ academic performance and their spiritual well-being in
the transcendental domain. However, Walker and Dixon (2002) and Bohr (2007),
found a positive relationship between these concepts, which is consistent with
the findings of the present study.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF CHILDREN’S SPIRITUALITY 

349

Conclusion
The findings of this study supported the positive relationships between the
spiritual well-being and academic performance of university students in Hong
Kong. Significant differences were found among students’ spiritual well-being
because of their different CGPAs. The study contributes to fill in the gaps. First,
there are really few empirical studies on the relationship between the spiritual
well-being and academic performance of students. Second, related researches
have focused only on quantitative studies and not on the significant differences
among students’ spiritual well-being. In addition, the relationship of spiritual
well-being to university students’ academic achievements in Hong Kong has not
previously been examined. The study also provides empirical evidence to support the existence of positive relationships between students’ spiritual well-being
(including all specific domains) and their academic performance. The spiritual qualities, such as concentration, perseverance, self-confidence, self-discipline and interpersonal relationships, are found within the positive relationships. Simultaneously,
moral cultivation, spiritual development and value education should be addressed
among university students.
The present study has four major limitations. First, the generalisability of the
findings in this study may be limited because only Year 2 and Year 3 university
students of the three selected universities were interviewed. The number of participants (1130) is a relatively small number compared with the total population
of Year 2 and Year 3 students in Hong Kong. The integrity and comprehensiveness
of the phenomena may not be depicted accurately.
Second, SHALOM was originally developed by John Fisher in English and was
translated into Chinese by Wong in 2013 (Fisher and Wong 2013). However, a little bit
of discrepancies in the meanings and understanding of special terms and concepts,
such as spirituality, transcendental spiritual well-being and transcendence, still exist.
Third, a self-reporting method was used for the questionnaires. The respondents
may have selected the ideal answers instead of their real answers and they could
have overrated or underrated themselves in the questionnaire.
Fourth, the analysis and judgement based on the observation of the discussions
may not be sufficiently objective because only the interviewer (the author) was
involved.
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